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THE PERSON OF JESUS CHRIST IN THE CHRIS- 
TIAN FAITH. 

THE theory of the non-historicity of the central figure 
of the New Testament is to-day in the position of the 
stone spoken of in the scriptures as having been refused 
by the builders of the temple. Those who profess to be 
builders of the temple of modern Christianity will have 
nothing to do with it. One calls it " a negligible extrava- 
gance," another describes it as "grotesque," another avers 
that any one who professes to hold it "ought to have his 
bumps examined." It is verily disallowed of men. Whether 
it is "chosen of God and precious" does not, of course, 
necessarily follow ; all that is claimed here is that the fact 
of its being rejected by the builders does not of itself prove 
that it is worthless. That can only be determined by the 
fact whether or not it fits into the vacant place in the wall 
where the stone is needed. In the legend to which reference 
has been made the rejected stone became the chief stone 
of the corner. It was the one stone needed to complete the 
building. It is the belief of the writer that the theory of 
the non-historicity of the central figure of the New Testa- 
ment is the only theory which will explain the New Testa- 
ment, the only theory which will introduce coherency and 
intelligibility to contemporary Christian theology, the only 
theory which will heal the divisions between liberal and 
orthodox and present a rational Christianity to the modern 
mind which will accept no other. 
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It is not claimed that the non-historicity of the central 
figure of the New Testament has been proved or can be 
proved. No one can prove a negative, and certainly no 
one could prove a negative such as this would be. It would 
amount to a claim that one had examined every nook and 
cranny of the Greek and Roman world in the first century 
and before, and found no Jesus. Such a thing is clearly 
preposterous, and no such thing is even hinted at here. 
What is claimed is that the central figure described and 
implied in the New Testament is not a person who could 
have lived within the range and limits of history, that the 
attempt to interpret the New Testament on the theory that 
its central figure was historical breaks down. The New 
Testament refuses to be explained on such a supposition. 
To explain the New Testament one must begin with some 
working theory or hypothesis. Such working hypothesis 
or theory is not proved to begin with, but taken for granted 
with a view to seeing whether it will account for certain 
facts. The strength of the theory lies in its power to ac- 
count for the facts involved. If it does account for them 
completely, this is regarded as the strongest possible evi- 
dence of its truth and the theory is then considered proved. 
For example, the Ptolemaic theory of astronomy which 
assumed that the earth is the center of the solar system, 
and that the sun revolves round the earth, was for centuries 
regarded as proved because it seemed to account for the 
movements of the heavenly bodies. It was seen to be a 
complicated theory, 

"With centric and eccentric scribbled o'er, 
Cycle and epicycle, orb in orb," 

and there were not wanting those who doubted its truth. 
It held its place, however, till the sixteenth century when 
the monk Copernicus propounded another theory, its direct 
reversal, inasmuch as it assumed the centrality of the sun 
and the revolution of the earth round it. Since then the 
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Copernican theory has been everywhere regarded as 
proved, because it is seen to fit into the facts of the universe 
as a key fits into the wards of its lock. 

When an increasing number of facts is left unaccounted 
for by a theory which has long been accepted, it is time 
to doubt the validity of that theory and seek another. This 
is the condition in which the Christian world at present 
finds itself in relation to the question of the origin of Chris- 
tianity. Up to the present time the New Testament has 
been read on the supposition that its central figure was his- 
torical. There have been occasional protests throughout 
the ages, but these have been silenced by the authoritative 
voice of the dominant church. It will be granted that if 
this supposition be not well founded there will be no possi- 
bility of understanding the New Testament. This is not to 
say that it will be wholly misunderstood, that no good will 
be got out of its perusal or study, for the spiritual quality 
of the precepts and parables and incidents of the Gospels, 
the ethics of the Epistles, remains the same whatever theory 
of the origin of the literature be held. At the same time 
the New Testament will be thoroughly misunderstood if 
the presupposition that the central figure of it on which all 
study of it has been based hitherto was a historical person 
be not well founded. This is not a question of either ability 
or scholarship. No amount of ability or of scholarship will 
avail if a radically wrong point of view be taken at the 
start. This may be illustrated by a reference to the Old 
Testament. The higher criticism has taught us to read 
the Old Testament by showing the birth-succession of Is- 
rael's thought concerning God and man. We are enabled 
to see that that thought was a true development according 
to the law of normal evolution. As the books of the Old 
Testament are arranged in our Bible the natural order is 
reversed, and everything is topsy-turvy. It is as if in the 
arrangement of English literature we should place the 
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scientific books of the nineteenth century before the dra- 
matic literature of the Elizabethan age, and attempt to 
read and understand the literature in that order. We 
might, of course, get some good from such a reading and 
appreciate many beautiful individual gems of poetry and 
prose, but we could not understand the literature as a 
whole. To understand the Old Testament we must follow 
the order in which the higher criticism places the books. 
The one central fact which the higher criticism has made 
clear is the priority of the prophets, and the late authorship 
of the so-called books of Moses. We now understand that 
the order in which the books stand shows the order in 
which they became holy scripture, the order in which rev- 
erence began to attach itself to the literature, not the order 
in which it arose. But to read it intelligently we must read 
it in the latter order, and not the first. The stories of 
"beginnings," of creation, of the flood, of the Patriarchs, 
of the migrations, of the exodus, the elaborate legislation 
of Leviticus and Numbers, Deuteronomy or second law, 
the histories of the kings of Judah and Israel — all are 
developments of the principles laid down by Amos, Hosea, 
Micah, Isaiah, and their successors. All this illustrates 
the importance of a right point of view, and the impossi- 
bility of understanding any piece of literature until that is 
gained. 

Suppose now that the authors of the New Testament 
did not mean that their account of the central figure of the 
Gospels and Epistles should be taken as historical, or that, 
as a matter of fact, actual investigation shows that it is 
not historical, then no ability or scholarship will avail ; the 
study of the New Testament will be very largely mis- 
directed effort, and the results of such study will be con- 
fusing and misleading, and that in spite of the purity of 
motive and earnestness of purpose that have gone into the 
study. 
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There has been an uneasy feeling in the minds of many 
earnest students of the New Testament for some time that 
something was wrong. The results of such study are so 
contradictory and confusing. It is a commonplace to-day 
in all intelligent circles that the theology of the churches is 
in a very unsatisfactory state. No clear, well understood 
message comes from the pulpits of these churches. There 
is a perfect passion for vague statements, and what seems 
a deliberate attempt to ignore even the well established 
results of the higher criticism so far at least as these bear 
upon the New Testament. There is a willingness to admit 
these results in regard to the Old Testament, but it is no 
exaggeration to affirm that the leaders of the official 
churches are trying to go on as though nothing had hap- 
pened. Texts are quoted from the Fourth Gospel as prov- 
ing what Jesus said, when every one knows that the critics 
have given up that Gospel as being in any sense a history 
of Jesus. The same may be said, in truth, of the Synoptics 
and Epistles, though it is not so widely acknowledged. The 
length to which the policy of ignoring the results of well 
established scholarship is carried even by those who pro- 
fess to be liberal is amazing. There seems to be a veritable 
conspiracy of silence entered into by the leaders of the 
official churches of Christendom in regard to New Testa- 
ment criticism. The people, generally, feel the unreality 
which has smitten the churches, though of course they 
cannot tell the cause of it. The leaders of the churches, 
for example, wish it to be still understood that the "gospel" 
they preach is the story of a divine being who had his abode 
in heaven prior to his incarnation, that he came to earth 
to suffer and die for man, that his sufferings lasted only a 
few hours or a few years, and that after they were over 
he was received into heaven with the acclaim of angels 
and archangels and the approval of his father. They im- 
ply that this story is historically true, and they present it 
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as the most wonderful manifestation of love and sacrifice 
in all the world. They expect the people to prostrate them- 
selves before this "story" and worship it. But the people 
feel the unreality of it, though they may say little about it. 
They easily see that thousands of men and women in every 
age have done far more than this, and that too with no 
expectation of reward, having had to die in the dark. 
Many reasons are given why the people are leaving the 
churches; may not the chief reason be here, — the failure 
of the message of the churches to produce in the minds 
of the people any sense of reality? The "gospel" as pre- 
sented by the churches does not "ring true" as history. 
The cause of all this is really not far to seek. The in- 
telligent study of the New Testament is only about one 
hundred years old. Albert Schweitzer's Quest of the His- 
torical Jesus sums up the attempts that have been made 
during that time to write the life of the central figure of 
Gospels and Epistles. The book has been well described 
as "a cemetery of discarded hypotheses." The main result 
of the book is to show the utter failure of the attempt to 
write a Life of Jesus. This is a most remarkable result 
when we remember that the ablest and most consecrated 
minds of Christendom have been engaged upon the task. 
It surely suggests the query whether the point of view 
occupied by the writers is the correct one, and it makes 
reasonable the attempt to see whether another and radically 
different standpoint will not give better results. 

We have gone far enough to know where the trouble 
lies. There is an inner contradiction in the way the Chris- 
tian church has conceived of him whom it has called its 
Lord. It has worshiped him as God and it has tried to 
follow him as a man, and it has been justified in this by the 
New Testament itself. The writers of the New Testament 
worship Jesus as a God, and they portray him with human 
traits of character which are to be imitated by his fol- 
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lowers. Nowhere, perhaps, has this inner contradiction 
been more clearly set forth than in a book almost forgotten 
now, published thirty-five years ago, The Resurrection of 
Jesus Christ by Reginald W. Macan. The author shows 
that both members of the inner contradiction have re- 
mained beside and outside each other "false in its special 
onesidedness, and each justified in its onesidedness against 
the other. If Christ is God, he is not man; if man, not 
God." He finds a parallel to this contradiction in the 
antithesis of matter and mind which has dominated modern 
philosophy ever since Descartes ; "the same process of one- 
sided assertion repeats itself here, with the same solution, 
which is no solution." The progress of metaphysics ex- 
hibited, just as the progress of theology had done, "the 
continual separation and driving out of one another of the 
two elements originally set in juxtaposition, now the ex- 
clusive assertion of the one, now the exclusive assertion 
of the other, and then their attempted reunion by means 
of a third, which in its turn must fall into the same ele- 
mentary antithesis, or finally, their bare reassertion, one 
beside the other." The right standpoint for the solution 
of the inner contradiction in science and philosophy is the 
principle of unity, of metaphysical monism, because it abol- 
ishes the absolute dualism which implies a contradiction 
in the ultimate nature of things. The same contradiction 
is involved in the church doctrine of the divine and human 
in the person of the Jesus of the Gospels and Epistles, a 
contradiction "before which nothing awaits us but perma- 
nent intellectual confusion." The only legitimate meta- 
physics must be monistic; so the only legitimate theology 
must be monistic, and also the only legitimate Christology 
must be monistic ; and the question of questions is how this 
monism is to be reached. 

The way of the liberal theology has been to emphasize 
the human side of the central figure of the New Testament 
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to the exclusion of the divine side. It began its course by 
repudiating the supernatural Christ of the church in the 
interest of a Jesus who was purely human, and the whole 
effort of the liberal critics for the last half-century has been 
to find this human Jesus. The result is stated succinctly 
by Schweitzer in the last chapter of his book. "There is 
nothing more negative than the result of the critical study 
of the life of Jesus. The Jesus of Nazareth who came 
forward publicly as the Messiah, who preached the ethic 
of the kingdom of God, who founded the kingdom of 
heaven on earth and died to give his work its final conse- 
cration, never had any existence. He is a figure designed 
by rationalism, endowed with life by liberalism, and clothed 
by modern theology in a historical garb." This is not 
meant to deny that a Jesus of some sort existed at the be- 
ginning of our era; it denies that the Jesus of the liberal 
critics existed then ; it affirms that the Jesus of the liberal 
critics is the product of the imagination of the liberal theo- 
logians themselves. 

This failure of the liberal theology to reduce the cen- 
tral figure of the New Testament to the dimensions of a 
man ought at least to justify the attempt to interpret the 
New Testament on the theory that that central figure is a 
God. The situation is very curious. No attempt is made 
on the part of the strictly orthodox to show that their 
Christ was historical. It seems to be taken for granted 
that such a task is impossible of accomplishment. It is 
left to' the liberals to prove the historicity of Jesus. And 
the reason of this is that the only Jesus who can be histor- 
ical is a human Jesus. "The Absolute," said Lessing long 
ago, "never descends into history." "God never speaks," 
says Emerson. The meaning of these great sayings is 
plain. They do not deny the presence of God in history, 
or that God speaks through the lives of men; they mean 
that God does not, as God, descend into history and that 
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God does not speak in articulate words. Whenever any 
words are represented as having been uttered by God, it 
will be found that they have come through the lips and 
heart of some man. And this at once answers the objection 
that the non-historicity of the central figure of the New 
Testament implies his unreality, the implication being that 
what is not historical cannot be real. There is a type of 
mind that cannot see any reality in a story unless it be 
historically true. It is akin to the type of mind that asks 
what a poem proves! Both Lessing and Emerson could be 
cited to show that both believed in the reality of deity. 
Both believed that the universe is the manifestation of 
deity, and that in a higher sense God is continually speak- 
ing. The theory that affirms that the central figure of the 
New Testament is non-historical, no more denies its reality 
than the affirmation of the non-historicity of the central 
figure of the Old Testament denies the reality of that. The 
central figure of the Old Testament is the God of the Old 
Testament. There is no one who will contend that the 
God of the Old Testament was an historical character. He 
was not a being who appeared within the range and limits 
of history. There is all the difference in the world between 
any historical character of the Old Testament, such as Abra- 
ham or David or Isaiah, and the God in whom these men 
believed. The conception or idea of God varies at different 
periods of the history. One of the charms of the study of 
the Old Testament is in tracing the stages through which 
the idea passed as the experience of the people widened. 
The God of the patriarchs is not the God of the prophets, 
and the God of the prophets is not the God of the priests of 
later Judaism. In the early ages he was El-Shaddai, God 
Almighty; to Moses he was known as Yahveh; to the 
psalmists he was the father who pitieth his children; and 
to the prophets he was the God of righteousness, who 
demanded righteousness from his people. There are in- 
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deed stories of miracle in which we are told that the natural 
and historical order was broken, and God appeared to men 
in visible form. Without entering upon the vexed question 
of miracles, there is no one who would affirm that the 
reality of the God of the Old Testament depends upon 
these stories. He is in the whole history, though above 
it controlling it, and while he never descends into history, 
never appears in bodily form, is in no sense a historical 
character, yet he it is who gives reality to the whole course 
of development. How real was Yahveh to the prophets and 
psalmists ! We do not make the mistake of identifying the 
God of the Old Testament with God as he is in himself. 
We say that Yahveh was God as the Hebrew was able to 
conceive him. The real God reveals himself to men through 
their own thoughts of him, through their experience ; their 
idea of God is the reaction or reflection of their experience. 
This is a universal principle. The world in which man 
lives in any age or land is never the actual things as they 
are, but his thought of these, the reaction of his experience 
upon these, the Ding an sich, as these are reflected in and 
through his experience. Just as it is a mistake to say 
that we do not know the things in themselves because we 
know them through phenomena, for the phenomena reveal 
them rather than conceal them, so it is a mistake to say 
that we do not know God because we do not know Him 
as he is in himself. All our knowledge is relative ; hence the 
idea of God varies in different lands and ages. The Old 
Testament gives us, as I have said, the true birth suc- 
cession of Israel's thought about God. Each stage of the 
development gives us a different aspect of God. We never 
say that there is no revelation of God in the Old Testament, 
because God did not incarnate himself in the course of its 
history. That is to say, the non-historicity of the God of 
the Old Testament does not militate against his reality. 
We never say that because he was not historical he was 
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mythical in the sense of unreal. If we mean that Yahveh 
was the name of some tribal deity, we are doubtless right 
enough, but that is an incorrect use of the word myth. 
Whatever name men give to God must be derived from 
somewhere; it cannot come from the sky. Barton in his 
Semitic Studies gives reasons for the belief that Yahveh 
was originally the name of a mother goddess, going back 
to the time when the family descended through the mother, 
and when, as a consequence, the deities were feminine. 
All this, however, does not justify us in calling Yahveh 
mythical, far less does it justify us in making him unreal. 
It is a most superficial notion that what is not historically 
true is not true at all. Cannot God reveal himself through 
the thoughts of men? Which is the more real, matter or 
spirit? Which would be the more enduring, a writing by 
the finger of God on the sands of Palestine, or an inbreath- 
ing into the living minds and hearts of men? Which is 
the more likely method of revelation, and which would 
bespeak the greater reality? There is, I am sure, only 
one answer to such questions. 

Now the central figure of the New Testament is the 
logical successor of the central figure of the Old Testa- 
ment. It is that universalized and Hellenized. The cen- 
tral figure of the New Testament is the God of the New 
Testament. Just as there is all the difference in the world 
between any historical character of the Old Testament and 
Yahveh, so there is all the difference in the world between 
the Jesus Christ of the New Testament and any historical 
character mentioned there, such as Paul, or John, or James, 
or Peter. The one outstanding feature of the New Testa- 
ment is the worship of its central figure. Just as Yahveh 
in the Old Testament is an aspect or appearance of the 
one eternal God — the eternal God as understood by the 
Hebrew, seen through the experience of the Jewish people, 
the reflection from their experience of life — so it is with 
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the Jesus Christ of the New. Whenever one affirms the 
non-historicity of the central figure of the New Testament 
he is at once charged with affirming that he was a mere 
myth imagined by the early Christians. But nothing could 
be more unjust than this. The alternative is not history 
or myth, else all who affirm the non-historicity of Yahveh 
affirm with the same breath his mythical character. An 
immense deal of prejudice has been created or excited 
against the non-historicity theory by the publication of 
Professor Drews's Die Christusmythe. Probably because 
of that book, the man in the street, if not the man in the 
drawing-room as well, will persist in calling it the "myth- 
ical" theory. But all the same the term is essentially in- 
applicable. The alternative is better put, history or sym- 
bol. To say that the story of Jesus is non-historical is not 
to say that it is mythical ; it is to say that it is symbolical. 
The myth is always unconscious and unreflective on the 
part of those who tell it; whereas the symbolism of the 
New Testament is perfectly conscious and deliberate. The 
late Prof. G. P. Fisher of Yale states the difference be- 
tween myth and fable or parable with his usual exactness. 
"There is no consciousness on the part of those from whom 
the myth emanates that the product of their fancy and feel- 
ing is fictitious. Both fable and parable are the result of 
conscious invention. In both the symbolical character of 
the narrative is distinctly recognized. From the myth, on 
the contrary, the element of deliberation is utterly absent ; 
there is no questioning of its reality, no criticism or inquiry 
on the point, but the most simple unreflective faith." Now 
a careful examination of the Gospels shows that the sym- 
bolism employed is of set purpose, indeed the deliberation 
is intensely conscious, hence it is far removed from myth 
and comes under fable or parable or allegory. Nothing, 
therefore, could so misrepresent the non-historicity theory 
of the New Testament as the phrase "the Christ Myth," 



THE PERSON OF JESUS CHRIST. 345 

and that, unfortunately, is the phrase by which it is most 
widely known. The real truth is that it affirms the essen- 
tial divinity or deity of the central figure of the New Testa- 
ment as against the critics of the liberal school who have 
expended ability and learning for over half a century in 
seeking to disprove this divinity which has been the doc- 
trine of the church from the beginning, and to make out 
that both the church in all the ages and the writers of the 
New Testament were alike mistaken, that this divinity 
which has been attributed to him was merely the idealiza- 
tion or apotheosis of the early Christians, blundering at- 
tempts to account for the impression which Jesus, a great and 
good Master who was a man like themselves, had made upon 
them. The liberal theory is that Jesus was a man to begin 
with, which of course he must have been if he was histor- 
ical — a wonderful man, but still a man. Some of them 
exhaust language in setting forth his greatness, but he was 
strictly within the limits and range of history. Every 
feature which has made him the divine Saviour of the 
church has been taken from him and he has been presented 
as "a man among men." These features grew, it is af- 
firmed, like an accretion about him, and it has been the 
function of liberal critics to peel this accretion off and so 
to get at the realistic human figure. 

The effort of the liberal critics finds its culmination and 
completion in Professor Schmiedel's nine pillars — nine pas- 
sages in the Synoptic Gospels used to prove the modern 
critical theory of a purely human Jesus. These nine pas- 
sages Professor Schmiedel characterizes as "the founda- 
tion-pillars for a truly scientific life of Jesus." "Were such 
passages wholly wanting," he continues, "it would be hard 
to make head against the contention that the Gospels 
showed us everywhere only the picture of a saint painted 
on a background of gold; and we could, therefore, by no 
means ever know how Jesus had in reality appeared — nay, 
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perhaps, whether indeed he had lived at all." Here the 
whole animus or motive of the liberal critics comes out — 
the underlying idea of their whole contention — if Jesus 
was historical he was a man ; no one of them would point 
to the supernatural features of the life as proof that the 
life was historical. In other words, if Jesus was historical 
he was a man in the same sense as Socrates was a man, 
and therefore the human traits are the proof of his his- 
toricity. They never weary of pointing out the absurdity 
of denying the historicity of Jesus on the ground that it 
would be absurd to deny the historicity of Socrates or 
Alexander or Napoleon. Professor Schmiedel admits that 
in a large part of the synoptic Gospels "Jesus appears as 
a divine being, whether in virtue of what he says or in 
virtue of what he does." But the point is that in these nine 
passages he does not appear as a being to be worshiped, 
but as a "man among men." There is no space here and 
now for the examination of these nine passages. It must 
suffice to say that it can be shown that not one of them 
bears out his contention. And the eminent professor makes 
two large assumptions when he premises that no worshiper 
of Jesus could have attributed to him human traits as these 
passages do (because the worshipers of the gods of pagan- 
ism often attribute to their deities human traits) and that 
they are primitive and not late. These assumptions vitiate his 
conclusion. No one denies that Jesus is spoken of as a man 
in the Gospels ; the crucial question is : which way of speak- 
ing of him is the primitive one? According to the theory 
of Professor Schmiedel, and of the liberal critics generally, 
Jesus was a man — more of a man, indeed, than ordinary 
men, but still a man — and the divine attributes with which 
he is clothed in the Gospels are later accretions, so that 
as he appears in the New Testament he is a divinized man. 
Now if that had been the process of the development 
the New Testament would have shown it. By all the 
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canons of probability traces of this process would have 
appeared. In the early parts of the New Testament there 
would have been many proofs of the purely human char- 
acter of Jesus; and then as time went on the divine traits 
would have been added. But the opposite is the actual 
process. First we have the divine being. As Pallas Athene 
is fabled to have come full fledged from the head of Zeus, 
so Jesus came from the first writers of the New Testament 
a full fledged divinity. The evidence of this is on the face 
of the New Testament. The process of development, there- 
fore, was not that of a divinized man, but that of a human- 
ized God. He was conceived of by the very first Chris- 
tians as an aspect or person of the One God. Using the 
word "person" in its classical sense of a mask worn by 
the actor on the stage, he was a person of the one 
deity ; the great Pauline verse in 2 Corinthians iv. 6 "For 
God who commanded the light to shine out of dark- 
ness, hath shined in our hearts, to give the light of the 
knowledge of the glory of God in the face (or aspect, or 
person) of Jesus Christ," is an instance of the way in 
which he was conceived in the earliest times. Who shall 
say that the "shining" was less real because it was "in our 
hearts," and not in outward form, in history? If so, the 
whole revelation of God in the Old Testament is nullified 
because that was all subjective, that is, in the minds and 
hearts of men, and not in outward form. The fact that the 
names "Jesus" and "Christ" were names of deities prior 
to the beginning of our era, no more militates against the 
reality of the revelation in the face of Jesus Christ, than the 
fact that Moses got the name "Yahveh" from a Kenite 
tribe dims the glory of the revelation through prophet or 
psalmist. 

All rational study of the New Testament must, then, 
begin with the divinity of its central figure. The fons et 
origo of the Christian movement was not a human being, 
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but an aspect, or character, or person, of the one eternal 
God. Jesus is worshiped in the New Testament as God, 
and it is a most significant fact that the Christian church 
has followed the example of apostolic Christianity in this 
respect in all the ages of its history with very rare excep- 
tions. What likelihood is there that the theory which has 
been held by the church without any critical inquiry, that 
the divine Jesus Christ of the New Testament was an his- 
torical person or individual, will continue to hold the cre- 
dence of men ? The church has been right in its contention 
that Jesus Christ, as the New Testament presents him, is 
a divine being ; but it cannot rebut the arguments by which 
liberal Christianity has shown that the passages which 
have proved this divinity do not recite historical facts. The 
work which has been done by liberal Christianity, in show- 
ing the non-historicity of those parts of the New Testa- 
ment which have been the proof-texts of the orthodox 
church, is a work which has been done for all time, and 
can never be undone. We may be sure that no so-called 
"facts" furnished by the Society of Psychical Research, 
to which some in their desperation are appealing, will in 
the end succeed in restoring those parts of the New Testa- 
ment to the credence of men. What an uncertain, pre- 
carious foundation on which to rest a great religion like 
Christianity this would be were it possible! Not in this 
direction is help to be found, but in a frank acknowledg- 
ment of the facts of the situation, which are that the wor- 
ship of Jesus is of the very essence of the religion of the 
New Testament, and that the human traits with which the 
writers clothe him are symbolic and not historic in their 
character. 

The first thing that needs to be grasped is just what it 
was which formed the burden of apostolic preaching. What 
was the message proclaimed by Peter and Paul, by Mat- 
thew, Mark, Luke and John, in its essence ? The writings 
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of Paul are proof positive that it was not the fact that a 
great teacher had been born in Palestine ; for these writings 
are not a recital of his teachings. There are no teachings 
of Jesus in the Epistles of Paul, no sermon on the mount, 
no parables, no Lord's prayer, no Logia. The essence of 
the apostolic preaching was the worship of the one God 
under the aspect or character or person of Jesus. It is 
quite manifest that Jesus was not the only name which was 
used to carry this great doctrine. There was the name 
"Christ" which with "Jesus" was the name of a divine or 
semi-divine being before the Christian era. These two 
were brought together as the name of one being by the 
movement which afterwards became historical Christian- 
ity; but neither the one nor the other denoted at first a 
historical person. The idea that "One was to come" was 
familiar in all the circles of the Jews scattered up and down 
the Greco-Roman world ; and all that was needed for this 
transition to take place was that a story should arise that 
"the One had come." It is the luminous suggestion of Mr. 
Thomas Taylor in his Origins of Christianity that the 
occasion of this transition was the destruction of Jerusa- 
lem in the year 70. Before that catastrophic event there 
were no Christians in the sense of believers in a historical 
Jesus; there were only Messianists, or Believers in "One 
to come." It is these Messianists who are meant by Taci- 
tus in the famous passage in which he records that Nero 
put on the "Christians" the blame of setting fire to Rome. 
The great historian mistakes the Messianists of Nero's 
time for the Christians of his own day, — a very natural 
mistake for a high-born Roman to make. In the apocalyp- 
tic passages in the Gospels which predict the end of the 
world, or age, and which are curiously mixed up with the 
destruction of Jerusalem, we are to see the evidence of the 
existence of this earlier Messianic movement. 

But the names "Jesus" and "Christ" were not the only 
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names that stood for the worship of the One God which we 
must never forget was the original content of the new re- 
ligion. In the different names which were in vogue we 
may see an evidence of the fact that the movement in behalf 
of monotheism, the worship of the One God, was very wide 
spread. It is difficult to see on the supposition that the 
originating source was a historical individual, how there 
could have been these different names. There were "Son 
of Man," "Second Adam," "The Man from Heaven," "The 
Nazarene," "Great High Priest," "The Lamb," "Alpha 
and Omega," "Baradam," "Barnasa," etc., and these 
names, I repeat, are the evidence that there was a great 
cult or association with branches scattered all over the 
Mediterranean world which differed indeed in the method 
of presenting the great doctrine of the One God, but which 
were united in the doctrine itself. These differences in the 
names or aspects in which the doctrine was presented, let it 
be remembered, appear in the earliest parts of the New 
Testament, and are thus primitive, not a late growth ; and 
therefore, could not have been applied first to one historical 
person. These names must have been symbols represent- 
ing the new doctrine. It has long been seen that various 
ideas or phases of the Christ or Jesus are in the New Testa- 
ment, and it has taxed the ingenuity of commentators to 
bring these into some kind of agreement. It has never been 
done, because there was no agreement to start with. The 
individual idiosyncrasies of the New Testament writers 
do not account for these variations, and there is no proof 
of one all-dominating personality. How could the rep- 
resentations of Paul, of John, of the apocalyptist, of Mark, 
be referred to one overruling person? So difficult have 
the critical commentators found this to be that some of 
them have given up the representation of John and of the 
apocalyptist altogether as telling us anything about Jesus. 
The whole thing becomes clear enough when it is under- 
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stood that they do not mean and were never intended to 
describe one person, but are the various aspects in which 
the doctrine of One God was conceived by different parties. 
There is only one thing in which all the various parts of 
the New Testament are united, and that is in asserting the 
divinity or deity of the aspect, or character, or person of 
the One God under whatever name. We can easily see 
why this must be so; because the essence of the doctrine 
proclaimed by the cult or community wherever found was 
"Fear God and give Him glory" (Rev. xiv. 7). This was 
the eternal Gospel for the inhabitants of the earth, and 
for every nation and tribe and language and people pro- 
claimed by the angel in mid-heaven. Or to take it out of 
the language of the apocalyptist, the golden thread which 
runs through the whole New Testament is this doctrine 
of the One God, and in every case the names "Jesus," 
"Christ," "Saviour," etc., stand for this doctrine of One 
God. 

In the fact that the cult or community which afterwards 
became the Christian church was originally a secret so- 
ciety, we have the reason why the symbolism of these 
names was used. The proof of this fact lies on the surface 
of the New Testament. I will cite only a few passages 
which might be indefinitely multiplied. Jesus is repre- 
sented as teaching his disciples in a different way from 
that which he used with others. "Unto you it is given to 
know the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven, but unto 
them that are without it is not given." This is the reason 
why the teaching was in parables. It is usually assumed 
that the parable was used to make matters plain. That 
this was not the case is proved by the fact that the parable 
had to be explained to the disciples, and that its purpose 
for those who were without was that they should not 
understand it. "Therefore speak I unto them in parables ; 
because they seeing see not; and hearing they hear not, 
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neither do they understand." "Fear not, little flock," Jesus 
is made to say again, "for it is your Father's good pleas- 
ure to give you the kingdom." "Many are called, but few 
chosen." "Cast not your pearls before swine, neither give 
that which is holy unto the dogs." "How is it that thou 
wilt show thyself unto us and not unto the world?" the 
disciples are made to ask the Master. For making the cult 
a secret society there were two reasons. Unwonted knowl- 
edge among the ancients was a very dangerous possession, 
and religious ideas other than those in vogue among the 
masses sought protection in obscurity. Wherever the hu- 
man mind was active and spiritual there had arisen sys- 
tems of exoteric and esoteric instruction, that is, of truth 
acknowledged and of truth concealed. And besides this 
general reason there were the special circumstances of the 
cult itself. Organized for the purpose of overthrowing 
the prevailing idolatry of the nations, and substituting the 
worship of the One God instead, it was exposed to the 
enmity and persecution of the nations. It was compelled 
thus to use symbols which were unintelligible to those out- 
side but which were known to initiates, to the "little ones" 
or "little flock," to the "chosen." But while the primitive 
teaching of the cult or community was thus secret and 
esoteric, and that of necessity, the intention was to make 
it public as soon as that was possible. "Whatever ye have 
spoken in darkness shall be heard in the light; and that 
which ye have spoken in the ear in closets shall be pro- 
claimed upon the housetops." There are evidences of con- 
troversy among the early members of the communities 
whether this open policy was wise. Some of the more 
cautious thought it was premature; others who were 
braver, perhaps, or more zealous, argued that the lamp was 
not intended to be put under a bushel or a bed, but on a 
stand that it might give light to all who were in the house. 
Paul was one of those who advocated the open method. 
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The mystery hid from ages and generations was now to be 
made manifest. The Gospel narratives are to be read as 
symbolic stories which "half revealed and half concealed" 
the hidden truth. One of the most patent of all symbolisms 
is the casting out of demons or evil spirits. What a 
trouble it has been to commentators to reconcile the per- 
fection of Jesus with such a crude superstition as demo- 
niacal possession! How clear it all becomes when one 
understands that by the demons or evil spirits were sym- 
bolized the gods of heathenism, and by the casting out of 
them, the deliverance brought by the doctrine of One God 
under the aspect or person of Jesus. That this is the mean- 
ing of demoniacal possession and its cure ought to be 
manifest from the fact that all such stories of healing or 
cure took place in Galilee, and none of them in Judea. It 
is unbelievable that the northern province was full of these 
demoniacs, and that the southern one was free from them. 
It becomes clear when we remember that Galilee was re 
garded as the peculiar home of idolatry, accounted for by 
the way in which that province was settled by heathens in 
early times. Hence the casting out of the demons was 
said to have taken place there. 

The method of teaching by symbol was a continuation 
or result of the idealizing tendency in the Hellenistic syn- 
agogues of Diaspora which interpreted the Old Testament 
allegorically. It was the conviction of these early Chris- 
tians, who, however, were not yet called Christians, that 
Judaism had not brought the true knowledge of God. We 
call these men Gnostics, men who knew, men who had at- 
tained to a higher knowledge of God, who had, under the 
influence of Greek philosophy, spiritualized Judaism and 
were aiming at the reconstruction of a universal religion 
which would appeal to all minds. One of the most signal 
triumphs of scholarship within recent years is the proof 
that this Gnosticism antedated Christianity, that the latter 
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was the outgrowth of the former, instead of vice versa 
as has long been supposed. With these Gnostics Jesus be- 
came the symbol of a new divine knowledge of the One 
God, which they confidently believed would heal all the 
spiritual maladies of humanity. The New Testament will 
never be understood until it is clearly seen that the so-called 
historical Jesus with all the deeds attributed to him, with 
all the events that are said to have befallen him, his mir- 
acles, his death, his resurrection, his ascension, were sym- 
bols of the ideas of these Gnostics. The form of faith held 
by these men was on a higher level than that which very 
soon became the faith of the church, for very soon the un- 
enlightened multitude made its voice heard as against these 
men who knew. One should not find fault with the course 
of history. It was, no doubt, natural that the world should 
not remain at the high level occupied by these Gnostics. 
Especially in view of the new race which was soon to over- 
run the fair fields of the old world, and form the popula- 
tion of the new, it was no doubt necessary that there should 
be a fall in spirituality. But this should not blind us to the 
fact that there was a fall, and that the historical interpreta- 
tion of the Gospel stories which the church has given them, 
is on a distinctly lower level than the teaching of these 
Gnostics who were the first Christians. When we read 
that Jesus gave sight to the blind, that he cured the man 
with a withered hand, that he cast out devils, that he 
raised the dead Lazarus to life, we are to understand that 
the new divine knowledge attained by these men, who were, 
perhaps, the most spiritual men who ever lived, would give 
spiritual light and life to the crippled and dying pagan 
world. Instead of our Gospels being the product of fisher- 
men, unlearned and ignorant, they were the work of deep 
thinkers who were perfectly conscious of the inner mean- 
ing of the parables and symbols they invented ; they prob- 
ably would have been astonished could they have foreseen 
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that their efforts to make known the truth would have 
been so greatly misinterpreted. 

The gross literal interpretation of the Gospel stories, 
and of the Gospel story as a whole, did not come all at once ; 
we can see it growing before our very eyes as spirituality 
declined. Ignatius lived in the first quarter of the second 
century, and in his Epistles we find him very much opposed 
to the spiritual interpretation of the Gospel, but he argues 
for the historical interpretation as one would who is put- 
ting forth something new, not as a conservative would 
speak who was confident that he represented the ancient 
view. The so-called Apostles' Creed, which defines Chris- 
tianity as a series of historical facts, cannot be traced 
further back than the middle of the second century, even 
in its crudest form. Tertullian of North Africa and his 
older contemporary, Irenaeus of southern Gaul, about the 
end of the second century, try to make out that the spiritual 
interpretation of the Gospel is a heresy of recent growth, 
but they do not succeed, though they did succeed in im- 
pressing their view — the historical interpretation — upon 
the mind of the church. The truth had to wait for recog- 
nition to a later day. The triumph of the Catholic church 
was synchronous with the triumph of the canon, and that 
again was synchronous with the triumph of literalism. 
Ever since that early day the interpretation of the New 
Testament according to the historical method has lain like 
an incubus upon the minds of men. Under its pressure 
the higher criticism of the New Testament, in its efforts 
to find something in the Gospel story which is historical, 
has denied the divinity or deity of its central figure, thus 
eviscerating the New Testament of all that makes it a 
Gospel message for humanity. 

The restoration of the spiritual view of the New Testa- 
ment, which, when completed, will restore divinity or deity 
to its central figure in the only way in which it can be 
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restored, has already begun. The critics have begun to 
recognize and acknowledge the symbolic character of the 
Fourth Gospel. As usual this is a compromise, that is to 
say, they wish to make out that the Evangelist does tell 
us of historical facts, but at the same time uses these his- 
torical facts as symbols of spiritual truth. Whether there 
were historical facts or not is immaterial. What is im- 
portant is that they were used as symbols; therefore the 
spiritual truth is the supremely important thing. It has 
long been noticed that there are no parables in the Fourth 
Gospel, and that the miracles it contains are parables. Now 
it would be as foolish to affirm the historicity of the par- 
able of the good Samaritan or of the prodigal son of Luke's 
Gospel as to affirm the historicity of the raising of Lazarus 
from the dead, or the restoration of sight to the man born 
blind, or the turning of the water into wine at the marriage 
at Cana of Galilee, or the feeding the five thousand with 
two fishes and five loaves, or any other miracle recorded 
in the Fourth Gospel. No one is shocked when it is affirmed 
that there never was a historical good Samaritan, that the 
character in Luke is a symbolic figure, just as the charac- 
ters of the parable of the prodigal son are all symbolical 
and not historical. It is easy to see whence the author of 
the Fourth Gospel derived his miracle-parables. Take the 
raising of Lazarus from the dead. It immediately calls up 
the parable of Dives and Lazarus in the sixteenth chapter 
of Luke's Gospel. No one would be so foolhardy as to 
affirm the historicity of this parable. "The significant 
name" as Alford points out, Lazarus (Eleazarus = Deus- 
Auxilium) should have prevented the expositors from 
imagining this to be true history. The symbolism of it is 
very clear. Dives stands for the Jew who is rich in the 
law, the prophets, the promises and oracles of God. And 
Lazarus is the pagan who is dependent upon the crumbs 
that fall from the rich man's table. The rich man, as 
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Alford remarks, "is not accused of any flagrant crimes." 
The motive of the parable is not moral, but religious. The 
offence of the rich man, the Jew, was that he had not ac- 
cepted the cult of Jesus, a fact which all history bears out. 
Luke gives a hint of one rising from the dead as a means 
of convincing the Jews that the new religion was a message 
from God, and affirms that they who had Moses and the 
prophets would not be convinced even by this. From this 
hint the Fourth Evangelist constructs his whole story, 
which is symbolic from beginning to end. It is quite mani- 
fest that he never intended to write history. The same 
remark may be made concerning all the other miracle- 
parables in the Fourth Gospel; and what is more impor- 
tant, the same is true of the central figure of the Gospel 
as a whole. That is to say, not only are the miracle-par- 
ables symbols of spiritual truth, but Jesus Christ, the hero 
of the Gospel, is a symbol of the doctrine of the one God, 
which was to bring life and salvation to the idolatrous 
pagan world. And that is to say further, Jesus Christ 
is an aspect or person of the one eternal God. To say 
that the Fourth Gospel is not historical is not to say that 
it is not true, for it is a very shallow conception that affirms 
truth only of what is historical. What John affirms of the 
Jesus Christ of his Gospel, that he is the life and light of 
men, that he is the bread of life, the door of salvation, the 
resurrection, and the life, the I am, is true of the one 
eternal God. In one word, the aspect or character or per- 
son of God which constituted Jesus the Christ, was the 
aspect or character or person of Saviour. 

What is true of the Fourth Gospel is true also of the 
synoptics. "It must be recognized," says Pfleiderer, "that 
in respect of the recasting of the history under theological 
influences, the whole of our Gospels stand in principle on 
the same footing. The distinction between Mark, the other 
two synoptics, and John is only relative — a distinction of 



358 THE MONIST. 

degree corresponding to the different stages of theological 
reflection and the development of the ecclesiastical con- 
sciousness." Albert Schweitzer, who quotes this from 
Pfleiderer, exclaims (Quest of the Historical Jesus, page 
312) : "If only Bruno Bauer could have lived to see this 
triumph of his opinions!" Mark, the Second Gospel, has 
been accounted by the liberal critics the most realistic ; but 
they have overlooked the dogmatic element which dom- 
inates Mark throughout. He is concerned with the doc- 
trine that Jesus is the Christ, and while he gives his doc- 
trine a historical form, there is no evidence either that he 
wrote history or that he intended to write it. The Second 
Evangelist is great on the power of Jesus over unclean 
spirits or demons, and these, we have seen, denote the gods 
of heathenism, and the power of Jesus, the power of the 
One God to cast them out. He speaks of Jesus having 
compassion upon the multitude, but it is not the compassion 
of one human being for other human beings which is 
meant, but the compassion of a deity for men. Mark con- 
ceives of Jesus as an Old Testament prophet conceived of 
Yahveh, that is, as a divine being. Much has been made 
of the attitude of Jesus towards little children as proving 
his human feeling ; but a little examination shows that the 
little children mentioned were believers, which children in 
the ordinary sense could not be. They were the "babes" 
to whom God reveals the secrets which he conceals from 
the wise and prudent. These little children are nothing 
else but converts, proselytes or Gentiles, and the question 
which is discussed in the passages Matt, xviii. 2; Mark ix. 
36, 37 ; Luke ix. 46, 48 is the one which was such a thorny 
one for the early church about the admission of these con- 
verts into the kingdom of heaven. When it is said that 
Jesus loved the rich young ruler, no human love is meant, 
because the rich young ruler is a symbol of faithful Israel, 
and not a young man at all. Throughout the synoptics 
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generally, and Mark in particular, Jesus is a wonder-work- 
ing and oracle-speaking God, and not a human being. 
Whatever human traits are mentioned are symbolic, not 
historic. 

Perhaps at no place does the non-historical character 
of the Gospel story come out more clearly than in the 
account of the arrest, the trial, the condemnation, and 
the crucifixion of Jesus. It is impossible to read the story 
of these so-called happenings as literal history. The evi- 
dence is on the surface so that he who runs may read. 
So plain is it that it is only a kind of hypnotism exercised 
by the glamour of history upon the mind of the average 
man dominated by the church that prevents him from 
seeing it. The whole story reads naturally as the suc- 
cessive scenes of a mystery play. In the first place the 
part played by Judas is quite an unnecessary one. It is 
implied that Jesus was not known and had to be pointed 
out ; whereas the fact is according to the story itself Jesus 
had made a public entry into Jerusalem when the people 
had welcomed him by shouting "Hosanna" and by spread- 
ing branches of trees in his way. It is recorded that a little 
while before he had driven out the money changers from 
the temple, which surely would have made him sufficiently 
known to the police of the city and the authorities of the 
temple. And then the whole transaction is represented 
as taking place between Thursday night and Friday after- 
noon, which was an impossibility according to both Jewish 
and Roman law. A learned lawyer of Edinburgh, Mr. A. 
Taylor Innes, wrote a book a few years ago upon the 
Trial of Jesus in which he showed conclusively that the 
trial and condemnation were illegal from the point of view 
of both Jewish and Roman jurisprudence. The eminent 
author did not see — perhaps it was too early for him to 
see — that the reason why they are illegal is that they are 
unhistorical. The inference he draws is one of condem- 
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nation of the Jewish and Roman authorities which we are 
now able to see is wholly unwarranted. It was the only 
inference that could be drawn on the supposition that the 
matter is history. The facts as shown by competent stu- 
dents of Jewish literature are that at the time when the 
trial and execution are supposed to have taken place, none 
of the Jewish priests were judicial officers, or members of 
the Sanhedrin ; the Sanhedrin itself had no criminal juris- 
diction and did not sit in the only judgment hall where a 
death sentence could be pronounced; the provincial gov- 
ernors alone could condemn a man to death; the Roman 
procurator was not authorized to execute any judgment 
of a non-official court; a capital trial according to Jewish 
law-court procedure could not be consummated in one day, 
could not be held in the night, could not take place on 
Friday or on the eve of a festival day; the death punish- 
ment was inflicted for no blasphemy except that of pro- 
nouncing the tabu name of Yahveh, for which stoning was 
the penalty; crucifixion was not a Jewish mode of exe- 
cuting condemned criminals; and means were taken to 
make the execution of the victim as painless as possible 
by administering an anodyne to him. The inference drawn 
from these facts by infidel writers has been that the whole 
Gospel tale of the trial and execution of Jesus was a clumsy 
fiction elaborated by writers who were completely ignorant 
of the national constitution, social organization and pre- 
vailing customs of the Jewish people at the time when the 
alleged events were supposed to have taken place. Such 
an inference is unavoidable if we start with the supposition 
that the writers were writing history or were intending 
to write history. But this would prove not only that the 
writers were dishonest, but that they were foolish as well, 
for it is as plain as day that their story is not historical. 
But suppose that they never intended to write history, that 
the story is an allegory, a dramatized narrative with a 
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profound spiritual meaning, and that the interest of the 
writers like the interest of all mystics, was in spiritual 
truth alone and not in history at all, then at once a new 
face is put upon the matter. Then we see that we are at 
fault in not having spiritual imagination enough to take 
the writers' point of view. Why should they not take ad- 
vantage of the common story of the miracle plays which we 
know were a familiar feature in the religious life of the 
time? Then we are not compelled to condemn the Jewish 
and Roman authorities unduly or at least unjustly, and 
we are enabled to credit the writers with a profoundly re- 
ligious purpose. This theory lifts the veil that has so long 
covered the Gospels and discloses their true and beautiful 
meaning, the deeper sense intended by the writers them- 
selves. It shows that the original sense is far grander, 
higher and more spiritual than has been supposed. It sub- 
stitutes a satisfying and inspiring spiritual sense for a 
bewildering material one. 

K. C. Anderson. 
Dundee, Scotland. 



